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THE SET-UP 


The Set-Up, ably directed by Robert Wise, is another 
of those hard, handsome, bruising little pieces which 
Hollywood has sent us. Literally, in this case, bruising; 
almost a third of the film takes place in the ring during a 
four-round bout of unexampled ferocity. Except in Cham- 
pion Charlie-- the only film concerned with this topic 
which hitherto I have found myself enjoying--two men, 
hardly able to stand, have probably never hit one another 
quite so hard and often. It is , even by tough standards, 

a brutal exhibition; but then the whole point of the film is 
to show-up the brutality of promoters, audience and 
hangers-on in the lower rungs of prize-fighting. "The 
March of Time" recently made its report on American pro- 
fessional boxing, and its conclusion seemed to be that of 
all rackets going by the name of Sport, this was the biggest 


and most glittering, and showed least pity for those it 
broke, 


The Set-Up, then, shows us a last appearance in the 
evening of a boxer (Robert Ryan), aged thirty-five, fourth 
on the programme and likely to add one more to his fatal 
list of defeats. Against a younger opponent he does mag- 
nificently to win; and is then beaten up and has his hand 
smashed by gangsters who have squared, as they think, 
his defeat. He will open that cigar-store his wife has had 
her eye on: the evening has begun ina cheap hotel with 
wrangling on this very point. She wanders about the town 
in a Suicidal state of nerves unable to face the roar of an 
audience out for blood, The story has no frills; it begins, 
making its own pace, goes on, and ends; the boxer has 
only to walk across the street to the hall where he is 
fighting, and that particular corner of a town, with its fun- 
land, chop-suey, dance-hall, and shabby populous air of 
back-entrances is impressed with growing brilliance, Al- 
most more than the hall itself and the packed dressing 
room, one remembers the alley where the unlucky winner 
is set on, among dust bins and to the music from an open 


door on a fire-escape high above, Photography as well as 
story has worked towards this climax, 


Mr. Robert Ryan gives a performance admirably in 
character as the declining boxer; as his wife, Miss 
Audrey Totter, though sincere enough, seems a little 
miscast, Itis, infact, rather too thina part, The weak- 
ness of the film is that while we feel their situation at 
times excruciatingly, they themselves are victims rather 
than individuals, Reality comes from the surroundings, 
the squalors of provincial touring, the shades of fight or 
impending collapse in the boxers themselves, and most 
of all in the sweating, roaring, vindictive crowd, Noth- 
ing jovial about them, Are such audiences really more 
brutal than those of, say, Rowlandson's day? No doubt 
they have been swelled by the bear-baiting, cock-fighting 
element for whom now there are no animal jousts; and 
the chance visitor, the outsider, is far more aware of 
sadism, ''Kill him, kill him!" yells one woman repeat- 
edly. A blind man feels the noise and movement about 
him and listens to a companion's running commentary, 
Only the gangster and his moll remain icily detached; 
his moment comes later on when he has his victim spread- 
eagled by three thugs in an alley, 


This is a film with not many consolations for the 
soft-hearted (though hero and heroine are almost too 
thinly sympathetic to be true). One takes it for granted 
that Americans will make sucha film well. But compare 
The Set-Up with our own gallant if feeble little effort to 
pin down dirt-track-racing on the screen! 
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